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Field of Invention 

The present invention generally relates to the enrollment of a user in a system for 
managing multiple user accounts, and more particularly, to a system and method for 
enrolling a user into multiple accounts using a single storage ready device 

Background of the Invention 

Many merchants require an exchange of customer information for services. Where 
one customer seeks a quote from an insurance provider, for example, the insurance provider 
may use the consumer information to calculate a quote for an insurance premium. In this 
context, service providers which may respond to a request for a quote from the customer, 
may be termed a "request for quote" (RFQ) provider. 

Request for quote (RFQ) providers may provide one or more quotes to users in 
connection with various areas of business and commerce, wherein the users may transact or 
otherwise communicate in a business to business environment, a business to customer 
environment, and/or a customer to customer environment depending on the context of the 
transaction. A user is typically a customer (e.g., desiring to purchase and/or sell a product, 
service or other item of commerce). A user may also be a merchant, a distributor, a supplier, 
a seller, and/or the like. An RFQ is a user's request for a bid a quote for goods or services 
(e.g., price bid) and/or other information, wherein the user may want to purchase, sell, lease, 
rent, use or exploit in any way a product or service (see generally, e.g., American Express® 
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RF Q Services at www.americanexpress.com ). An RFQ provider is typically a person, entity, 
or organization, which provides quotes for a product or services or requests quotes for a 
product or service from one or more suppliers. A supplier may be a merchant, a distributor, 
a manufacturer, a seller, and/or the like. In one example, a user enrolled with an RFQ 
provider typically receives a quote from a supplier via the RFQ provider in connection with 
a product or service. The user responds to the quote by accepting, rejecting, or ignoring the 
quote. 

However, a problem with the RFQ process is that registration in multiple RFQ 
processes is typically time consuming and inefficient. For example, where a user desires 
multiple quotes from different RFQ providers, the user must enroll with each individual 
provider. This, of course, means that the user typically completes different enrollment 
applications for each RFQ provider. Thus, a method and apparatus for facilitating the 
enrollment of a user with multiple RFQ providers is desired. 

Further, where the user enrolls with different RFQ providers, each individual RFQ 
provider may provide the user with a unique RFQ provider associated identifier for 
identifying a particular user. The unique identifier is usually provided to the user in a 
presentable form factor, such as, for example, a membership card, a key ring tag, including 
a bar code, or magnetic stripe readable user identifier, or the like. The user may be permitted 
to present the unique identifier to the corresponding RFQ provider to receive a quote for 
goods and services, and/or to purchase a desired product. The RFQ provider may recognize 
the unique identifier as corresponding to a particular user, authenticate the user identity 
and/or provide incentives or rewards to the user based on any predetermined criteria. 

A problem exists, however, in that the user must often remember the location of each 
presentable form factor for presenting the unique identifier to each respective RFQ provider. 
That is, tracking numerous identifiers may be burdensome for the user. Thus, a method for 
managing multiple user identifiers is desired. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention facilitates the enrollment of a user with multiple request for 
quote (RFQ) providers. To register, a user may submit to a Request for Quote Enrollment 
(RFQE) system data related to user information (e.g., user purchase preferences, 
demographics, etc.), the type of RFQ that the user desires to receive, and/or the like. In one 
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exemplary embodiment, the user may submit the required information to a RFQE system 
manually by completing and submitting an enrollment, membership or application form. 
Alternatively, the RFQE data may be stored on a presentable form factor, such as, for 
example, a readable storage device. Exemplary readable storage devices may include, any 
device capable of being handheld and which may store one or more unique user associated 
identifiers. For example, the readable storage device may be a smartcard, such as, for 
example, the smartcard disclosed in U.S. Application No. 09/653,837, filed September 1, 
2000 and entitled "Transaction Card," incorporated herein in its entirety. In another 
exemplary embodiment, the readable storage device may be a radio frequency identifier 
(RFID) device, such as, for example, the RFID fob, disclosed in U.S. Application No. 
10/192,488, filed July 9, 2002, entitled "System and Method for Payment Using Radio 
Frequency Identification in Contact and Contactless Transaction," and its progeny, all of 
which are incorporated by reference. The readable storage device may include multiple 
storage locations for storing multiple unique identifiers provided by an RFQ provider and for 
storing the RFQE data for later presentation. To facilitate understanding of the invention, 
the term fob is used herein to represent any suitable readable storage device which may be 
operable with this invention. Additionally, the readable storage device may use contact or 
contactless methods of data transfer. 
[0009] In another aspect of the invention, the RFQ provider may provide a unique identifier 

to the user (e.g., enrollment identifier, membership identifier, etc.). The unique identifier 
may be provided to the storage device, for storage in a readable database. The storage 
device may be configured to present the identifier to a requesting RFQ provider (e.g., the 
unique identifier providing RFQ provider) upon interrogation or request. Upon request, the 
RFQ provider may receive the unique identifier data via an RFQE system, and may provide 
reward or incentive points to the corresponding storage device based on any RFQ provider 
determined criteria. The incentive points may be stored in a storage device database, which 
the user may later redeem for products or services. Alternatively, the RFQ provider may 
store the incentive points on a remote provider managed, controlled or initiated database, 
wherein the incentive points may be stored in a data location correlated to the unique 
identifier. The rewarding of incentive or rewards points for RFID fob usage may be done 
upon presentment and interrogation of the fob by the RFQE system, for example, by 
correlating the unique identifier to the storage device, and/ or to an offer for enrollment 
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provided by the RFQ provider. One exemplary method suitable for use with the present 
invention is disclosed in U.S. Application No. 10/340,352, filed January 10, 2003, entitled 
"System and Method for Incenting Payment Using Radio Frequency Identification In 
Contact and Contactless Transactions," incorporated herein by reference, in its entirety. 

[0010] The RFQE system uses an integrated system of data transfer to enroll the user with 

multiple RFQ providers; For example, the RFQE system communicates with a plurality of 
RFQ providers via a communication channel in order to transfer user RFQE data, receive 
information from the RFQ providers, and otherwise facilitate communication between the 
user and the RFQ providers. In one exemplary embodiment, where the storage device 
includes the RFQE data, the data may be provided from (e.g., read or retrieved from) the 
storage device to the RFQ provider for use in enrolling the user in a RFQ provider managed 
service. Upon enrollment, the RFQ provider may provide a unique user identifier to the 
storage device for use in later authentication or recognition of the user. Since the storage 
device includes unique storage areas relative to multiple unique user identifiers, the user may 
present the RFQE data to multiple RFQ providers for enrollment in similar manner as 
described above, receive a unique identifier from each individual RFQ provider and store 
each unique identifier into the correlative unique storage areas on the storage device. 

[0011] In an alternative exemplary embodiment, the RFQE system may include a universal 

service system for use in enrolling a user in multiple RFQ provider services. In this instance 
the user may provide the RFQE data (i.e., user enrollment data) to the universal service 
system The universal service system may then provide the RFQE data to a plurality of 
RFQ providers for enrollment in service programs (e.g., membership, incentive, etc.) 
managed by the individual providers. In this manner, the present invention relieves the user 
from having to enroll with each RFQ provider individually (e.g., visit many RFQ provider 
web sites and enroll multiple times). Thus, the RFQE system expands the distribution 
opportunities for the user and saves the user time by enrolling the user with multiple RFQ 
providers. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 
[0012] The subject invention will hereinafter be described in the context of the appended 

drawing figures, wherein like numerals denote like elements, and: 
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[0013] FIGURE 1 illustrates a system for enrolling a user with multiple transaction 

environments in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 
[0014] FIGURE 2 illustrates a system for enrolling a user with multiple suppliers in 

accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 
[0015] FIGURE 3 is a flowchart illustrating a method for facilitating enrollment of a user 

with multiple RFQ providers in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present 

invention; 

[0016] FIGURE 4 illustrates 'a system for enrolling a browser with multiple transaction 

environments using an RFQE. system having a web server, an application server, an 
outbound proxy server, and a database server in accordance with an exemplary embodiment 
of the present invention; 

[0017] FIGURE 5 illustrates a system for enrolling a user in multiple membership program 

environments in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention; 
[0018] FIGURE 6 illustrates an exemplary method for use with a system for enrolling a 

user in multiple membership program environments in accordance with an exemplary 

embodiment of the present invention; and 
[0019] FIGURE 7 illustrates an exemplary incenting method for use with an exemplary 

embodiment of the present invention. 

Detailed Description of Exemplary Embodiments 

[0020] The present invention may be described herein in terms of functional block 

components, screen shots, optional selections and various processing steps. It should be 
appreciated that such functional blocks may be realized by any number of hardware and/or 
software components configured to perform the specified functions. For example, the 
present invention may employ various integrated circuit components, e.g., memory elements, 
processing elements, logic elements, look-up tables, and the like, which may carry out a 
variety of functions under the control of one or more microprocessors or other control 
devices. Similarly, the software elements of the present invention may be implemented 
with any programming or scripting language such as Basic, C, C++, Java, COBOL, 
assembler, PERL, extensible Markup Language (XML), JavaCard, MULTOS, or any such 
chip language protocol, with the various algorithms being implemented with any 
combination of data structures, objects, processes, routines or other programming elements. 
Further, it should be noted that the present invention may employ any number of 
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conventional techniques for data transmission, signaling, data processing, network control, 
and the like. 

[0021 J As will be appreciated by one of ordinary skill in the art, the present invention may 

be embodied as a method, a data processing system, a device for data processing, and/or a 
computer program product. Accordingly, the present invention may take the form of an 
entirely software embodiment, an entirely hardware embodiment, or an embodiment 
combining aspects of both software and hardware. Furthermore, the present invention may 
take the form of a computer program product on a computer-readable storage medium 
having computer-readable program code means embodied in the storage medium. Any 
suitable computer-readable storage medium may be utilized, including hard disks, CD-ROM, 
optical storage devices, magnetic storage devices, and/or the like. 

[0022] The present invention is described herein with reference to block diagrams and 

flowchart illustrations of methods, apparatus (e.g., systems), and computer program products 
according to various aspects of the invention. It will be understood that each functional 
block of the block diagrams and the flowchart illustrations, and combinations of functional 
blocks in the block diagrams and flowchart illustrations, respectively, can be implemented 
by computer program instructions. These computer program instructions may be loaded 
onto a general purpose computer, special purpose computer, or other programmable data 
processing apparatus to produce a machine, such that the instructions which execute on the 
computer or other programmable data processing apparatus create means for implementing 
the functions specified in the flowchart block or blocks; 

[0023 J These computer program instructions may also be stored in a computer-readable 

memory that can direct a computer or other programmable data processing apparatus to 
function in a particular manner, such that the instructions stored in the computer-readable 
memory produce an article of manufacture including instruction means which implement the 
function specified in the flowchart block or blocks. The computer program instructions may 
also be loaded onto a computer or other programmable data processing apparatus to cause a 
series of operational steps to be performed on the computer or other programmable apparatus 
to produce a computer-implemented process such that the instructions which execute on the 
computer or other programmable apparatus provide steps for implementing the functions 
specified in the flowchart block or blocks. 
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[0024] Accordingly, functional blocks of the block diagrams and flowchart illustrations 

support combinations of means for performing the specified functions, combinations of steps 
for performing the specified functions, and program instruction means for performing the 
specified functions. It will also be understood that each functional block of the block 
diagrams and flowchart illustrations, and combinations of functional blocks in the block 
diagrams and flowchart illustrations, can be implemented by either special purpose 
hardware-based computer systems which perform the specified functions or steps, or suitable 
combinations of special purpose hardware and computer instructions. 

[0025] It should be appreciated that the particular implementations shown and described 

herein are illustrative of the invention and its best mode and are not intended to otherwise 
limit the scope of the present invention in any way. Indeed, for the sake of brevity, 
conventional data networking, data transfer, radio frequency data transfer, application 
development and other functional aspects of the systems (and components of the individual 
operating components of the systems) may not be described in detail herein. Furthermore, 
the connecting lines shown in the various figures contained herein are intended to represent 
exemplary functional relationships and/or physical couplings between the various elements. 
It should be noted that many alternative or additional functional relationships or physical 
connections may be present in a practical electronic transaction system. 

[0026] It should also be noted that, as mentioned, the readable storage device may be 

configured for contact or contactless data transfer. As such, one skilled in the art 
understands that the "reader" described herein may be chosen to be compatible with the 
method of data transfer associated with the readable storage device. For example, where the 
readable storage device is a smartcard, the reader may be any smartcard reader, such as the 
smartcard reader disclosed in U.S. Application No. 09/952,490, filed 12 September 2001, 
entitled "Microchip-Enabled Online Transaction System," incorporated herein by reference 
in its entirety. In another exemplary embodiment, when the readable storage device includes 
a RFID transponder, the reader of the present invention may be a RFID reader such as that 
disclosed in U.S. Application No. 10/192,488 noted above. However, for simplicity, the 
storage device is described as a RF fob. 

[0027] A system 101 in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention 

is illustrated in FIGURE 1. In an exemplary embodiment, system 101 includes a request for 
quote enrollment (RFQE) system 111, a communication channel 107, and a number (n) of 
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request for quote (RFQ) providers 105. System 101 may optionally include a radio 
frequency operable transponder (e.g., fob) system 113. System 101 allows a user 109 to 
provide a request for quote (RFQ) to RFQ providers 105 via RFQE system 111. 

[00281 In addition to making the RFQ, the user 109 may provide user specific identifying 

data (e.g., RFQE) to the RFQ provider 105 which may be used by the RFQ provider 105 to 
enroll the user 109 in a RFQ managed membership program Thus, for example, the user 
109 may provide the RFQE data to RFQE system ill, and RFQE system 1 11 may provide 
the user RFQE data to multiple RFQ providers 105. The RFQ providers 105 may enroll the 
user 109 in membership programs managed by each individual one of the providers 105, and 
may provide the user distinct quotes for products or services relative to each provider 105. 
In the latter instance, the quotes may be provided with respect to similar services or 
products, different services or products, a combination of services or products provided or 
performed by the providers 105. In this way, the user 109 may be given the opportunity to 
compare quotes to ensure that the user 109 is getting the best deal. Consequently, by 
registering in RFQE system 111, RFQE system 111 may facilitate- the enrollment of a user 
109 in multiple RFQ providers 105. 

[0029] User 109 is typically a customer desiring to purchase and/or sell a product, service or 

other item of commerce to a supplier (not shown). In one embodiment, user 109 uses RFQ. 
providers 105 as a liaison to various suppliers in order to purchase and/or sell a product or 
service. For example, where the user 109 wishes to sell a product, the user 109 may use 
RFQE system 111 to communicate the cost of the product (e.g. "quote") to multiple 
providers 105, which may provide the quote to multiple suppliers. 

[0030J In another embodiment, the RFQ provider 105 may be a subsystem of a supplier 

system In which case, the supplier may be, for. example, an entity which customarily 
provides multiple quotes relative to differing user input information from a single user. For 
example, the supplier may be an insurance provider, airline company, or the like. As such, 
the terms "supplier" and provider" are used interchangeably herein. 

[0031 J In another exemplary embodiment, RFQ provider 105 may be a subsystem for 

managing enrollment in a membership or incentive club. So, for example, upon receipt of 
the user data, the RFQ provider 105 may enroll the user 109 in one or more membership 
programs. However, to simplify the description of the present invention, RFQ provider 105 
may be described as the liaison to various suppliers described above. In addition, please 
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note that although the invention may be variously described with respect to enrollment, the 
invention is intended to include enrollment, submission and receipt of quotes and the like. 

[0032] User 109 may alternatively be a merchant, a distributor, a supplier, a person, an 

entity, software, hardware and/or the like desiring to transact or otherwise communicate with 
a customer, a supplier, a distributor, and/or a manufacturer. In this manner, user 109 may 
transact or otherwise communicate in a business to business environment, a business to 
customer environment, and/or a customer to customer environment depending on the context 
of the transaction. User 109 may interact with the various elements of system 101 via any 
input device such as a keyboard, mouse, kiosk, personal digital assistant, handheld computer 
(e.g., Palm Pilot®), cellular phone, radio frequency transponder, smartcard, and/or the like. 
Alternatively, user 109 may interact with various elements of system 101 via a storage 
device such as a RF1D transponder system 1 13, described more fully below. 

[0033 1 RFQE system 1 1 1 includes a database 103 and is suitably configured to facilitate the 

enrollment of a user 109 in multiple RFQ providers 105. User 109 may register in RFQE 
system 111 by submitting data in connection with user 109 to RFQE system 111. . In 
addition, each of RFQ providers 105 may register in RFQE system 1 1 1 by submitting data to 
RFQE system 111. The registration into RFQE system 111 may involve submitting data 
related to, for example, a user name, a user password, a reconfirmation password, a 
password recovery question, user contact information (e.g., name, title, company name, 
address, phone, facsimile, e-mail, and/or the like), industry or market information, company 
information, product or services categories, user personal information (e.g., citizenship, 
racial background, etc.), and/or the like. In addition, RFQE system 111 assists users with, 
for example, data security, non-preferential branding among competitors, catalog and 
inventory maintenance and/or the like. 

[0034| User 109 and RFQ providers 105 may use any suitable communication means (e.g., 

communication channel 107 or radio frequency channel 115) to submit the data to RFQE 
system 111. Communication channel 107 may be any type of communication means which 
provides any form of communication between the various elements (e.g., between RFQE 
system 111 and RFQ providers 105 or between RFID reader 117 and RFQE system 111). 
Thus, communication channel 107 may be RF infrared, optical, or any suitable channel for 
communicating between devices as required. It should be appreciated, that many 
applications of the present invention could be formulated. One skilled in the art will 
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appreciate that communication channel 107 may include any system for exchanging data or 
transacting business, such as any hardware and/or software communication medium (e.g., 
telephone, modem, digital subscriber line, a global computer network, a wired link, a 
wireless link, any utility link), the Internet, an intranet, an extranet, WAN, LAN, satellite 
communications, and/or the like. It is noted that communication channel 107 may be 
implemented as any type of network, such as open network, secured network, an interactive 
television (ITV) network. Furthermore, communication channel 107 may be one network or 
multiple independent networks. The invention could be used in conjunction with any type of 
personal computer, network computer, workstation, minicomputer, mainframe, or the like 
running any operating system such as any version of Windows, Windows NT, 
Windows2000, Windows 98, Windows 95, MacOS, OS/2, BeOS, Linux, UNIX, or the like. 

[0035] The RFQE system 111 may include a RFID reader 117 operable to provide a RF 

interrogation signal for powering transponder system 113, receiving a transponder system 
1 13 RF signal and authenticating or verifying the user identity. The RF interrogation signal 
may be provided via channel 115. Channel 115 may be radio frequency, electromagnetic, 
infrared or the like. Transponder system 113 may include one or more transponders (e.g., 
modules) responsive to one or more interrogation signals provided by RFID reader 1 1 7. 
Transponder system 113 may include a database (not shown) for storing the user information 
required by RFQ 105, and for providing the required information when the transponder is 
interrogated by RFID reader 117. A typical transponder system for use with this invention 
may include, for example, the system described in detail in U.S. Application No. 10/192,488 
noted above. * 

[0036] The transponder system 113 may be embodied in a fob, tag, transaction card, 

smartcard, watch, or any other presentable form factor (e.g. wristwatch, key chain, cell 
phone, etc.). Traditional methods of data transfer and securing data transfer using RF 
transponders and/or smart cards and RFID readers and/or smartcards are well known. One 
skilled in the art will appreciate that such methods may be used with system 101, and are 
considered a part thereof 

[0037] The data submitted from user 109, transponder system 113 via reader 117 and/or 

RFQ providers 105 to RFQE system 111 may optionally be stored in database 103 (e.g., 
back-up data, tracking information, and/or the like). A database, e.g., database 103, may be 
any type of database, such as relational, hierarchical, object-oriented, and/or the like. 
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Common database products that may be used to implement each database include DB2 by 
IBM (White Plains, NY), any of the database products available from Oracle Corporation 
(Redwood Shores, CA), Microsoft SQL Server by Microsoft Corporation (Redmond, 
Washington), or any other database product. Each database may be organized in any 
suitable manner, including as data tables or lookup tables. Thus, upon submitting the data to 
RFQE system 111, user 109, transponder system 113 and/or RFQ providers 105 are 
registered in RFQE system 111. 

[0038] Once RFQE system 111 obtains the data, user 109 and/or transponder system 113 

may be enrolled with any number (n) of RFQ providers 105. For example, user 109 may 
complete one integrated enrollment form on a web site (e.g., completing a user enrollment 
form at www.americanexpress.com). Alternatively, a user 109 may complete an application 
for membership in a program of which a transponder system 1 13 is a part. For example, the 
transponder system may be associated with a credit, checking, debit, loyalty account or the 
like. To enroll in the program, the user may provide complete integrated enrollment forms. 
The information provided by the user 109 may be stored in a transponder system 113 
database^ and may be provided to RFQE system 111 upon presentation of the transponder 
system 1 1 3 to an interrogation signal from the RFID reader 117. 

[0039] RFQ providers 105 include any RFQ providers, e.g., Onvia.comSM, 

BuyerZone.comSM, SmallBusinessDepotSM, and/or the like or may include providers 
requiring user enrollment before service or products are provided. In addition, the number n 
of RFQ providers 105 may be any number depending on the needs and context of system 
101. In an alternate exemplary embodiment of the present invention, RFQE system 1 11 may 
itself include any number of RFQ providers, such that RFQ providers 105 are included 
within RFQE system 111. 

[0040] Once user 109 is registered in RFQE system 111, then data in connection with user 

109 may be communicated to multiple RFQ providers 105 (e.g., by using the integrated 
enrollment form information or transponder system 1 13, as discussed below). RFQE system 
111 communicates the data to RFQ providers 105 via communication channel 107. RFQE 
system 111 communicates the data to RFQ providers 105 by transmitting, transferring, or 
otherwise communicating the data to RFQ providers 105 via communication channel 107. 
For example, RFQE system 1 1 1 may configure the data for simultaneous transfer to multiple 
RFQ providers 105. RFQE system 111 may configure the data using for example server 



1347670.1 



11 



Atty. Docket No. 50655. 1500 



EXPRESS MAIL NO. EV325941453US 

1 1 9. The computing units used by user 1 09, RFQE system 111, and RFQ providers 1 05 may 
be connected with each other via communication channel 107 (e.g., a data communication 
network). The network may be a public network and assumed to be insecure and open to 
eavesdroppers. In the illustrated implementation, the network may be embodied as the 
internet. In this context, the computers may or may not be connected to the internet at all 
times. For instance, a user computer may employ a modem to occasionally connect to the 
internet, whereas an RFQE system or universal service system computing center might 
maintain a permanent connection to the internet. Various systems and servers are suitably 
coupled to the network via data links. A variety of conventional communications media and 
protocols may be used for data links. Such as, for example, a connection to an Internet 
Service Provider (ISP) over the local loop as is typically used in connection with standard 
modem communication, cable modem, Dish networks, ISDN, Digital Subscriber Line 
(DSL), or various wireless communication methods. The various systems might also reside 
within a local area network (LAN) which interfaces to the network via a leased line (Tl, D3, 
etc.). Such communication methods are well known in the art, and are covered in a variety 
of standard texts. See, e.g., GILBERT HELD, UNDERSTANDING DATA 
COMMUNICATIONS (1 996), hereby incorporated by reference. 

[0041 j RFQE system 111 may exchange the data transmission with RFQ providers 105 

using at least one protocol in at least one format. For example, RFQE system 111 may 
configure the data in a format and communicate the data to RFQ providers 105 using a 
protocol (e.g., sending enrollment information to RFQ providers 105 via a business-to- 
business communication channel (e.g., using https and XML)). In one exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention, RFQE system 1 1 1 and RFQ providers 105 may have a 
predetermined protocol and format in order to facilitate the communication of the data from 
RFQE. system 111 to RFQ providers 105. Thus, once the data is communicated to RFQ 
providers 105, then RFQ providers 105 process the data in order to enroll user 109 into each 
of their respective systems. As such, user 109 becomes enrolled with RFQ providers 105. 

[0042] Exemplary protocols include hyper text transfer protocol (http), secured hyper text 

transfer protocol (https), file transfer protocol, secure electronic mail, a network, remote 
method invocation, distributed component object model, enterprise java bean, and/or socket 
communication. One embodiment of the present invention may be implemented with 
TCP/IP communications protocols, IPX, Appletalk, IP-6, NetBIOS, OSI or any number of 
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existing or future protocols. For a basic introduction of cryptography, please review a text 
written by Bruce Schneier which is entitled "Applied Cryptography: Protocols, Algorithms, 
And Source Code In C," published by John Wiley & Sons (second edition, 1996), which is 
hereby incorporated by reference. Specific information related to the protocols, standards, 
and application software utilized in connection with the Internet may not be discussed 
herein. For fiirther information regarding such details, see, for example, DILIP NAIK, 
INTERNET STANDARDS AND PROTOCOLS (1998); JAVA 2 COMPLETE, various 
authors, (Sybex 1999); DEBORAH RAY AND ERIC RAY, MASTERING HTML 4.0 
(1997). LOSHIN, TCP/IP CLEARLY EXPLAINED (1997). All of these texts are hereby 
incorporated by reference. . 

[0043] Exemplary formats include extensible markup language (XML), name value pair, 

any custom format, any industry standard format, and/or the like. For example, XML is a 
markup language for documents including structured information. Structured information 
includes content (e.g., words, pictures, and/or the like) and some indication of the type of 
content (e.g., heading, footnote, figure, database table, etc.). In this manner, a markup 
language can identify structures in a document (e.g., by adding markup to the document). 
Documents include, for example, traditional documents, vector graphics, electronic 
commerce transactions, mathematical equations, object meta-data, server Application 
Programming Interfaces, and/or the like. The XML language (e.g., XML schemas) may 
describe and constrain the content of XML documents. 

[0044] - Upon successful enrollment with RFQ providers 105, user 109 receives notification 

of the enrollment. The notification may be communicated to user 109 from RFQE system 
111, via RFQE system 111 and RFID reader 117, via RFID reader 117 and transponder 
system 113 and/or RFQ providers 105. For example, user 109 may be notified of the 
enrollment and requested to submit further information to RFQE system 111 and/or RFQ 
providers 105. In addition, user 109 may submit further data directly to RFQ providers 105. 
For example, user 109 may submit profiling or demographic information and/or the like 
directly to RFQ providers 105. 

[0045] Once the data is communicated from RFQE system 111 to RFQ providers 105, then 

RFQ providers 105 may use the data to provide one or more quotes to user 109 and/or to 
solicit one or more quotes from a supplier (not shown). In this manner, RFQ providers 105 
may behave as an RFQ provider, a supplier, a merchant, a distributor, a manufacturer, and/or 
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the. like. A quote may include a bid on a product or service, information on a product or 
service, and/or the like. A quote may be in relation to any product or service that user 109 
may have an interest in or is offering for sale, and may further be based on information on 
user 109 (e.g., profiling information on user 109). The supplier may be a seller, a merchant, 
an RFQ provider, a manufacturer, and/or any other entity related to providing, obtaining, 
and/or securing the quote. If the quote is obtained from the supplier, then the quote is 
communicated to at least one of RFQ providers 105. Once any of RFQ providers 105 
receive a quote from the supplier or can otherwise provide a quote, RFQ providers 105 may 
communicate the quote to user 109. RFQ providers 105 may communicate the quote to user 
109 via any means including a hard copy, a soft copy, an electronic copy (e.g., electronic 
mail, any protocol, any format, etc.), a communication channel, - and/or the like. 
Alternatively, the quote may be directly communicated from the supplier to user 109. 

[0046] Upon receiving the quote from any of RFQ providers 105 or otherwise, user 109 may 

accept, reject, or ignore the quote. User 109 may communicate the decision to accept, reject, 
or ignore the quote to RFQ providers 105 and/or RFQE system 111 via any communication 
means. For example, user 109 may send an electronic mail message to RFQ providers 105 
and/ or RFQE system 1 1 1 signifying acceptance or rejection of the quote. In one exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention, user 109 receives one or more quotes from a web site 
of any of RFQ providers 105. As such, user 109 may access the web site of any of RFQ 
providers 105 to receive and respond to one or more quotes. 

[0047] If user 109 ignores the quote or rejects the quote, then user 109 is not affected by the 

quote (e.g:, user 109 is not legally or financially obligated in connection with the quote). If, 
however, user 109 accepts the quote from any of RFQ providers 105 and/or the supplier, 
then user 109 may be obligated (e.g., legally, financially, or otherwise). For example, user 
109 may be obligated to provide further information to RFQ providers 105, provide a 
product or service, and/or pay a fee (e.g., pay a commission to RFQ providers 105). As 
such, the RFQ provider, from which user 109 accepted the quote, may bill user 109, if user 
1 09 accepts that quote from that.RFQ provider. In addition, RFQ providers 105 may also be 
obligated (e.g., legally, financially, or otherwise) to pay RFQE system 111 and/or the 
supplier a fee (e.g., flat fee, commission, and/or the like). Thus, user 109 may be obligated 
to RFQ providers 105 and/or RFQE system 111 (or RFQ providers 105 may also be 
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obligated RFQE system 111) due to previously determined relationships (e.g., prior 
executed/signed agreements). 

[0048] In one instance, the RFQ providers 105 may provide one or more quotes to the RFQE 

system 111. The quotes may then be provided to transponder system 113. The quotes may 
be stored on a transponder system database 121 or a database maintained by the provider 
105, where each database may be of similar description as database 103. 

[0049] The RFQ providers 105 may provide a unique quote identifier correlative to the 

specific quote provided. The unique quote identifier is recognizable by the RFQ provider 
105 as being unique to a specific user 109. The unique quote identifier may be stored, for 
example, on database 121. As noted, the user 109 may choose to accept or deny a quote. If 
a particular quote is accepted, the user 109 may provide the acceptance and the unique quote 
identifier to the RFQ provider 105. The quote identifier may be provided via the USB 
connector 123 in communication with a computer system (not shown) in communication 
with RFQ provider 105. 

[00501 The RFQ provider 105 may receive the unique identifier and correlate the identifier 

to a user 109. For example, the received unique identifier may be compared to a plurality of 
unique identifiers stored on a database (not shown) maintained by the provider 105. Where 
there is a match, the provider 105 may recognize the unique identifier as corresponding to a 
user enrolled in a provider 105 membership or incentive program. The RFQ provider 105 
may then provide incentives (e.g. reward or loyalty points) to the user 109 based on the 
acceptance of the quote and/or the nature of the quote or any other criteria as determined by 
the RFQ provider 105. The incentive may include a correlative value redeemable by the user 
109 for goods and services. The incentives may be provided to the transponder system 1 13 
along with the quote, and prior to acceptance of the quote by the user 109. The incentive 
value may be stored in a database location for activation upon acceptance by the user. For 
example, where the incentive value is provided to a transponder system 113, the incentive 
value may be stored in a database 121, and may be activated upon subsequent interrogation 
of the transponder system 113 by, for example, a RFID reader 117 in communication with 
the RFQ provider 105. Alternatively, the incentive value may be stored in a database 
location on a supplier system (e.g., RFQ provider 105 system) in communication with the 
RFQ provider 105. Alternatively, the incentive value may be stored in a database location 
on a supplier system and may be redeemed by the user 109 at the supplier location, 
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telephonically, or online via a computer system (not shown) in communication with the 
supplier system. In one example, the user 109 may provide the unique quote identifier to 
redeem the incentive value. 

[0051] In an exemplary embodiment of the present invention, all obligations (e.g., legal, 

financial, or otherwise) between user 109, RFQ providers 105, RFQE system 111, and/or 
third parties are coordinated by RFQ providers 105. For example, RFQ providers 105 would 
service any requests by user 109 and/or the supplier related to payment of financial 
obligations, legal obligations, customer complaints, and/or the like. Optionally, RFQ 
providers 105 may report such obligations to RFQE system 111 for tracking information. 
Such information related to the obligations of user 109 may form the basis for determining 
any fees owed to RFQE system 11 1 by user 109 and/or RFQ providers 105. Such 
information may include enrollment information, quote acceptance/rejection information, 
revenue information, attrition information, customer issues, and/or the like. Alternatively, 
obligations (e.g., legal, financial, or otherwise) between user 109, RFQ providers 105, RFQE 
system 111, and/or third parties may be coordinated directly between each party. 

[0052] System 401 in FIGURE 4 illustrates an alternate embodiment of the present 

invention. System 401 includes a browser 403 (e.g., user 109) which posts an application 
form, so that browser 403 may submit data to a web server 405. In this manner, browser 403 # 
may register with RFQE system 111 and/or enroll in a supplier system including a 
transponder system 113. An exemplary embodiment of RFQE system 111 includes web 
server 405, an application server 407, an outbound proxy server 409, and a database server 
411. Browser 403 passes input field values, e.g., using https, to web server 405. As such, 
browser 403 submits data to, web server 405 and web server 405 sends the data to application 
server 407. Data from the application server 407. may be stored in and retrieved from a 
database server 411. Application server 407 transmits the data to RFQ providers 105 via 
outbound proxy server 409. For example, application server 407 transmits the data to 
outbound proxy server 409 in XML format. Outbound proxy server 409 may transfer the 
data to and receive data from RFQ providers 105 using https and an XML format. 
Accordingly, by transferring data to and receiving data from RFQ providers 105, browser 
403 may be enrolled with multiple RFQ providers 105. Thus, browser 403 may receive one 
or more quotes from RFQ providers 105 either directly, or indirectly via outbound proxy 
server 409, application server 407, and web server 405. 
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[0053J It should be understood that, although Figure 4 is described with respect to RFQ 

providers 105, the system 401 is not so limited For example, system 401 may be used to 
enroll a user 109 in multiple supplier, provider, merchant and/or any other entity's incentive 
programs as described above. In this instance, browser 403 may submit the data to a web 
server 405. The web server 405 may send the data to application storage 407 which may 
transmit the data to multiple suppliers or merchants. The user 109 may then be enrolled in 
the membership programs relative to each supplier or merchant. 

[0054] In one embodiment, the supplier may provide a unique membership number to the 

user 109. The membership number may be provided via outbound proxy server 409, web 
server 405 and/or browser 403. In another embodiment, the supplier may provide a 
membership number in any traditional card, key ring tag, fob and/or other suitable form. In 
yet another exemplary embodiment, the membership number may be stored in a database at 
a supplier location. It should be noted, that although the unique membership number 
provided by the supplier is termed a "number," the invention contemplates that the 
membership number may be any suitable unique indicia for use in identifying a user 104. In 
that regard, the membership number may be numericized, alpha numerical, symbolic or the 
like. 

[0055] The membership number may then be uploaded to a transponder system 113 and 

stored on transponder system database 121. For example, the membership number may be 
provided to the transponder from the provider 105 via the supplier reader 131 to the 
transponder system reader 1 17 to the transponder system 1 13, using various RF, optical and 
electrical communications as appropriate. The transponder system .113 may receive the 
membership number and store the membership number on the database 121 upon 
presentation of (and interrogation of) a transponder system 113. The membership number 
may be stored automatically or upon request by the user 109. For example, in one 
exemplary embodiment, the user 109 may request that the membership number be loaded on 
the database 121. Furthermore, where the user 109 elects to enroll in more than one . 
membership program managed by one or more suppliers, multiple membership numbers 
may be stored on the database 121. The multiple stored membership numbers may be 
retrieved upon interrogation by a supplier/provider RFID reader and the number may be 
transferred in any traditional manner in which transponders and RFID readers may 
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communicate. That is, the number may be encrypted, unencrypted, modulated, parsed, 
trans ferred in magnetic stripe format or the like. 

[0056] With reference to Figures 5-6, an exemplary enrollment system 500 and exemplary 

method 600 for enrolling a user 109 in multiple membership program systems managed by a 
supplier 1 05 is shown. I t should be noted that with reference to enrollment of a user 1 09 in a 
membership program, RFQ providers 105 are termed supplier systems 105 herein, to 
facilitate understanding of the description. 

[0057] As shown, a user 109 may be in communication with an enrollment system 401 for 

providing user 1 09 data to supplier systems 105. Alternatively, the user 1 09 may provide the 
required data directly to the supplier system 105. In either case, user 109 may complete an 
enrollment application to provide the required data to the supplier system 105 (step 602). 
The user 109 may complete the enrollment application using, for example, a transponder 
system 1 13 and/or system 401, described with respect to Figure 4. Alternatively, the user 
may provide the information to the supplier system 105 through manually completing an 
enrollment application and providing the application directly to the system 1 05. 

[0058] Where the user elects to enroll using system 401, the user 109 may provide the user 

109 data by completing an enrollment application posted on the browser 403 as described 
above. Alternatively, the user 109 may provide the data to system 401 using transponder 
system 113, wherein the user data is stored on and retrieved from the transponder system 
121 database. The user 109 data may be provided from the transponder system database 121 
to the system 401 by for example, transferring the data via the bus connector 123 to system 
401. In another exemplary embodiment, the user 109 data may be provided to the system 
401 via reader 117. That is, for example, the reader 117, may be used to retrieve the data 
from database 121 and provide the data to system 401 using contact or contactless 
communications. 

[0059] Upon receiving the user 109 data, the system 401 may provide the user 109 data to 

multiple supplier systems 105 (step 604). The supplier systems 105 may provide unique 
membership numbers to the user 109 via system 401. Each membership number may 
individually and uniquely correspond to a distinct user 1 09 as recognized by the providing 
supplier 105. The numbers may be provided to the user 109 via system 401, and/or via hand 
delivery, but is preferably provided to the transponder system 113 via, for example, a RFID 
reader 117 in communication with system 401 in a similar manner as was described with 
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respect to RFQE 1 1 1 system. In which case the multiple numbers may be transmitted to 
transponder system 1 13 via RFID reader 117. The multiple numbers may then be received 
by transponder system 113 and stored in database 121 (step 606). 
[0060] Alternatively, rather than using system 40 1, user 109 may complete an application 

and provide the application to a supplier (step 608). The membership number may be 
automatically provided to transponder system 113 via. an RF communications channel 115, 
where' the number may be stored on database 121 (step 610). It should be understood that 
the user 109 may complete various individual applications at various suppliers 109, such that 
steps 608 and 610 may be repeated resulting in multiple numbers being stored on database 
121. 

[0061] In another arrangement, the user 109 may elect to complete the enrollment 

application without use of the transponder system 1 13 (step 603). The membership numbers 
may be loaded into the transponder system database at a later time. The application may be 
completed using a system 401, or such that the application may be provided to the supplier 
105 at a later time. The supplier systems 105 may receive the application and complete the 
enrollment process thereby assigning a unique membership number to the user 109. The 
membership number may be stored on a supplier 105 database (not shown)(step 614). The 
user 109 may then present the transponder system 113 for interrogation at a RFID reader 131 
managed by the supplier system 105 (step 616) where the RFID reader may have similar 
construction and operation as RFID reader 117. The number may then be downloaded into 
transponder system database 121. The membership number may be loaded automatically 
(step 618) or at the request of the user 109. Further, the user 109 may present the 
transponder system 113 to any supplier with which the user 109 has completed an 
application and which supplier system 105 configured to interrogate transponder system 1 13 
and provide system 1 13 the membership number for loading into database 121. In this way, 
transponder system 113 may store in database 121 multiple unique membership numbers. 

[0062] Figure 7 is an exemplary method for presentation of a transponder system 113 

including a member number stored in database 121. The transponder system 1 13 may be 
presented to a RFID reader 131 managed by supplier system 105 (step 702). The 
transponder system 113 may be presented by waiving the transponder system 113 in 
proximity to the supplier RFID reader 131. The RFID reader 131 may provide an 
- interrogation signal for powering transponder system 113 (step 704). 
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[0063] Upon being interrogated, the transponder system 113 may provide the membership 

number from database 121 to the RFID reader 131 (step 706). The RFID reader 131 
receives the membership number and provides the number to supplier 1 05 for associating 
with the transponder system 113 (e.g., user 109)(step 708). .Where multiple membership 
numbers are provided by transponder system 113, the supplier system 105 compares the 
membership numbers to those stored on the supplier system (step 710) database. The 
supplier system 105 may ignore those membership numbers it does not recognize (step 716). 
That is, the RFID reader 1 13 (or supplier 105) may authenticate that the membership number 
is valid for providing the user 109 access to the supplier 105 system. Moreover, the reader 
1 1 3, supplier 1 05 and/or RFQE system 1 1 1 may use the membership number to authenticate 
that the user 109 is indeed authorized to use the transponder system 113 (e.g., storage 
device). Such authentication may include verification of user 1Q9 identity using a personal 
identification number (PIN), bio metric or ocular identification or the like. 

[0064] As noted, the transponder system 113 may include in database 121 a data file for 

storing an incentive value. Where the user 109 uses the transponder system 1 13 to make a 
purchase of goods or services (step 712), the supplier system 105 may provide incentive 
points to the transponder system 113 via supplier RFID reader 131, incrementing the 
incentive data file stored in database 121 (step 714). 

[0065] The incentive points may be redeemed for products or services by presenting the 

transponder system 113 to a supplier RFID reader as discussed above. Once the user 109 
makes a purchase using the transponder system 1 13, the supplier may query the user as to 
whether at least a portion of the payment for the requested goods or services is to be made 
using the incentive points. If the user 109 elects to use the incentive points, the supplier 
system 105 may interrogate the transponder system 113 and retrieve the appropriate 
incentive points for payment for the goods and services, thereby reducing the value of the 
incentive data file accordingly. 

[0066] For more information on loyalty systems, transaction systems, electronic commerce 

systems and digital wallet systems, see, for example, U.S. Patent Application Serial No.: 
09/836,213, filed on April 17, 2001 by inventors Voltmer, et al. and entitled System And 
Method For Networked Loyalty Program; U.S. Continuation-In-Part Patent Application 
Serial No. 10/027,984 was filed on December 20, 2001 by inventors Ariff, et al. and is 
entitled System And Method For Networked Loyalty Program; U.S. Continuation-In-Part 
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Patent Application Serial No. 10/010,947 was filed on November 6, 2001 by inventors 
Haines, et al. and is entitled System And Method For Networked Loyalty Program; U.S. 
Continuation-In-Part Patent Application Serial No. TBA was filed on February 26, 2002 by 
inventors Bishop, et al. and is entitled System And Method For Securing Data Through A 
PDA Portal; the Shop AMEX™ system as disclosed in Serial No. 60/230,190 filed 
September 5, 2000; the MR as Currency™ and Loyalty Rewards Systems disclosed in Serial 
No. 60/197,296 filed on April 14, 2000, Serial No. 60/200,492 filed April 28, 2000, Serial 
No. 60/201,114 filed May 2, 2000; a digital wallet system disclosed in U.S. Serial No. 
09/652,899 filed August 31, 2000; a stored value card as disclosed in serial number 
09/241,188 filed on February 1, 1999; a system for facilitating transactions using secondary 
transaction numbers disclosed in Serial No. 09/800,461 filed on March 7, 2001, and also in 
related provisional applications Serial No. 60/187,620 filed March 7, 2000, Serial No. 
60/200,625 filed April 28, 2000 and Serial No. 60/213,323 filed May 22, 2000, all of which 
are herein incorporated by reference. Other examples of an online membership reward 
systems are disclosed in Netcentives U.S. Patent No. 5,774,870, issued on June 30, 1998, 
and U.S. Patent No. 6,009,412, issued on December 29, 1999, both of which are hereby 
incorporated by reference. 

[0067] Referring to FIGURE 2, system 201 illustrates another alternate embodiment of the 

present invention. System 201 includes a universal service system 211, a number of users 
209, and a number of suppliers 205. Universal service system 21 1 facilitates communication 
and/or interaction between one or more users 209 and multiple suppliers 205. Users 209 and 
suppliers 205 may be in the context of a business to business transaction, a business to 
customer transaction, a customer to customer transaction, and/or the like. Similar to RFQE 
system 111 of FIGURE 1, universal service system 211 facilitates communication between 
users 209 and suppliers 205. System 201 may be implemented in any context in which a 
user desires facilitated access to or communication with multiple suppliers. For example, 
system 201 may include an electronic auction system, which facilitates communication 
between users 209 (e.g., auction buyers) and suppliers 205 (e.g., auction sellers), such as the 
system on www.ebay.com, which is hereby incorporated by reference. Moreover, system 
201 contemplates the use, sale or distribution of any goods, services, items of commerce or 
information over any network having similar functionality described herein. 
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[0068] In order to farther describe the present invention, the following provides farther 

exemplary embodiments for the various elements of the present invention. Association of 
certain data may be accomplished through any data association technique known and 
practiced in the art. For example, the association may be accomplished either manually or 
automatically. Automatic association techniques may include, for example, a database 
search, a database merge, GREP, AGREP, SQL, and/or the like. The association step may 
be accomplished by a database merge function, for example, using a "key field" in data 
tables. A "key field" partitions the database according to the high-level class of objects 
defined by the key field For example, a certain class may be designated as a key field in 
both the first data table and the second data table, and the two data tables may then be 
merged on the basis of the class data in the key field. In this embodiment, the data 
corresponding to the key field in each of the merged data tables is preferably the same. 
However, data tables having similar, though not identical, data in the key fields may also be 
merged by using AGREP, for example. Also, the association of XML data is done using 
Document Type Definition (DTD) and schemas. 

[0069] Communication between the various entities and the system of the present invention 

is accomplished through any suitable communication means, such as, for example, a 
telephone network, Intranet, Internet, point of interaction device (point of sale device, 
personal digital assistant, cellular phone, kiosk, etc.), online communications, off-line 
communications, wireless communications, and/or the like. One skilled in the art will also 
appreciate that, for security reasons, any databases, systems, or components of the present 
invention may consist of any combination of databases or components at a single location or 
at multiple locations, wherein each database or system includes any of various suitable 
security features, such as firewalls, access codes, encryption, de-encryption, compression, 
decompression, and/or the like. 

[0070] Each entity may use a computing system to facilitate online commerce transactions. 

The user may use a computing unit in the form of a personal computer, although other types 
of computing units may be used including laptops, notebooks, hand held computers, set-top 
boxes, and the like. RFQE system 111, universal service system 211, RFQ providers 105, 
and/or suppliers 205 may use a computing unit implemented in the form of a computer 
server, a computing center (e.g.* a main frame computer), a mini-computer, a PC server, a 
network set of computers, and/or the like. 
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[0071] Optionally, a user computing unit, an RFQ provider computing system, an RFQE 

system, a universal service system, and/or a supplier computing unit may be interconnected 
via a second network, such as a payment network. The payment network represents existing 
proprietary networks that presently accommodate transactions for credit cards, debit cards, 
and other types. of financial/banking cards. The payment network is a closed network that is 
assumed to be secure from eavesdroppers. Examples of the payment network include the 
American Express®, VisaNet® and the Veriphone® network. 

[0072) An exemplary method of the present invention is illustrated in the flowchart of 

FIGURE 3. .This exemplary embodiment of the present invention may be implemented in 
any . context as well, and is described in the context of an RFQ system for illustrative 
purposes only. System 101 may receive data in connection with at least one user (e.g., user 
109) (step 301). In one exemplary method of the present invention, RFQE system 111 
receives data in connection with user 109. Once the data is received, user 109 may be 
. registered in RFQE system 111 (step 303). Once user 109 is registered in RFQE system 
111, then RFQE system 111 may enroll user 109 with multiple RFQ providers 105 (step 
305). Upon being enrolled with RFQ providers 105, confirmation of the enrollment is 
communicated to RFQE system 1 1 1 and/or user 109 (step 307). After registration with RFQ 
providers 105, user 109 may receive one or more quotes (e.g., from RFQ providers 105) 
(step 309), If user 109 does not receive a quote, then the process reiterates until either user 
109 receives a quote or a predetermined amount of time has lapsed (e.g., some number of 
iterations of checking for receipt of a quote). Once user 109 receives a quote from an RFQ 
provider, then user 109 may accept, reject, or ignore the quote. If user 109 accepts the quote 
in step 311, then user 109 may be obligated to provide further information, provide a product 
or service, and/or pay a fee (step 313). If, however, user 109 rejects or ignores the quote, 
then user 109 has no obligation to submit further information or pay a fee in connection with 
that quote. Upon rejecting or ignoring the quote (step 3 1 1) or accepting the quote (step 313), 
a check is made to determine if user 109 desires to receive another quote from any of RFQ 
providers 105 (step 315). If user 109 desires to receive another quote from any of RFQ 
providers 105, then step 309 is repeated. If, however, user 109 does not wish to receive 
another quote from- any of RFQ providers 105, then this exemplary iteration of an RFQ 
process ends (step 317). This exemplary method may continue for any number of users in 
connection with any number of quotes from any number of RFQ providers 1 05. 
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1 0073] Thus, the present; invention provides methods and apparatus for facilitating the 

enrollment of a user with multiple RFQ providers. By registering the user in an RFQE 
system, the RFQE system may enroll the user with multiple RFQ providers thereby 
facilitating communication between the user and the various RFQ providers. Instead of the 
user to communicating directly with each RFQ provider and enroll individually with each 
RFQ provider, the present invention allows the user to register in one integrated RFQE 
system The RFQE system may then enroll the user with multiple RFQ providers thereby 
facilitating the enrollment process for the user. Thus, the user may use one integrated RFQE 
system and register just one time, but receive the benefit of enrolling with multiple RFQ 
providers. 

[0074] In the foregoing specification, the invention has been described with reference to 

specific embodiments. However, it will be appreciated that various modifications and 
changes can be made without departing from the scope of the present invention as set forth 
in the claims below. The specification and figures are to be regarded in an illustrative 
manner, rather than a restrictive one, and all such modifications are intended to be included 
within the scope of present invention. Accordingly, the scope of the invention should be 
determined by the appended claims and their legal equivalents, rather than by the examples 
given above. For example, the steps recited in any of the method or process claims may be 
executed in any order and are not limited to the order presented in the claims. 

[0075J Benefits, other advantages, and solutions to problems have been described above 

with regard to specific embodiments. However, the benefits, advantages, solutions to 
problems, and any element(s) that may cause any benefit, advantage, or solution to occur or 
become more pronounced are not to be construed as critical, required, or essential features or 
elements of any or all the claims. As used herein, the terms "comprises", "comprising", or 
any other variation thereof, are intended to cover a non-exclusive inclusion, such that a 
process, method, article, or apparatus that comprises a list of elements does not include only 
those elements but may include other elements not expressly listed or inherent to such 
process, method, article, or apparatus. Further, no element described herein is required for 
the practice of the invention unless expressly described as "essential" or " critical". 
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